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ABSTRACT
The Cholera-Fiend: Cheap Fiction, Medical Professionals, and Entertainment
Sariah Fales Harrington
Department of English, BYU
Master of Arts
First published in 1849, Charles Averill’s The Cholera-Fiend follows three villains as
they attempt to artificially propagate cholera for their own villainous purposes in New York City.
Gumbo, a Black servant to one of the villains, is meant to be the humorous relief in the text, but
Gumbo experiences a calculated dehumanization from human to disabled, which causes him to
be more at-risk for a health crisis—such as a tapeworm or cholera—than his white counterparts.
Through analyzing the genre of cheap fiction, the views of medical professionals towards Black
bodies, and other ways Black bodies were used as entertainment, I will argue that Gumbo’s
character is representative of the disadvantages directed towards Blacks in times of health
crisis—a social crisis within the wider health crisis.
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Introduction
From 1492 onwards, health crises have disproportionally affected non-white bodies.
Although this essay deals with the disproportionate suffering of Blacks in the United States
during a cholera epidemic in the nineteenth century, the history of race-based inequities shaping
the United States health crises stretches back to European settlement. In Of Plymouth Plantation,
William Bradford writes that the Pequot Indians suffered greatly from smallpox; most of them
“dyed most miserably” because “a sorer disease cannot befall them” (18). Smallpox took “[t]he
cheefe Sachem” and “almost all his friends and kindred,” but “by the marvelous goodness and
providens of God not one of the English was so much as sicke, or in the least tainted with this
disease” (18). Bradford’s interpretation that the pilgrims were spared as a “providens of God”
shows the pilgrim’s belief that God’s hand was involved in de-populating the new land. In their
minds, their white bodies had been prioritized over Indigenous bodies. Behind Bradford’s
dubious interpretation remains the fact that geographic insularity put Indigenous United States
bodies at a marked disadvantage when they contracted European or African diseases. Urmi
Willoughby, in her work on yellow fever, found the disease was referred to as the “Great
Dying.” The disease spread quickly, not just in the United States but in South America and the
Caribbean and “killed the majority of native populations throughout the Caribbean and the
continental Americas, and, in turn, allowed Europeans to establish colonies more easily”
(Willoughby 15). US citizens’ social and economic success was built on the disadvantages of
non-white bodies in times of disease and health crises.
During the nineteenth century, the US was beset by smallpox epidemics such as the
Plymouth Great Dying and plagues of yellow fever and cholera. During all these health crises,
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people of color were especially vulnerable. For example, slaves from Africa were frequently
advertised as having an “immunity” to diseases such as yellow fever (Willloughby 15).
However, nothing could be further from the truth. “Such a stark disregard for the fact that black
people contract and die from yellow fever reveals the extent to which the perception of black
immunity prevailed despite much evidence to the contrary” (Willoughby 15). But as Andrea
Stone points out, “Such race-based medical theories, far from promoting black well-being,
instead cost black lives” (38). Medical doctors often mistook “infection rates” of “certain
diseases” as being a race-based issue, instead of a disease-based issue; doctors saw “blacks as
being any entirely different species from . . . white Americans” (Stone 39). In times of
pandemics such as cholera, which “appeared in almost every part of the country in the course of
the century,” marginalized people were more at risk for those diseases than other United States
citizens. Cholera’s main victims were, according to Charles Rosenberg’s comprehensive research
on cholera, “[t]he Irish and Negroes, the most filthy, intemperate, and imprudent portion of the
population and hence the poorest of Americans” (55). New York City “seemed especially
vulnerable, the largest and the filthiest, the most crowded and vice-disfigured of American
cities” (Rosenberg 17). Unfortunately, the correlation between the poor living conditions,
economic hardships, and the inability to flee from disease and minority peoples caused Black
bodies to be more at-risk for disease than other bodies.
Scholars of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century American literature have
recently emphasized significant relationships among race, public health, and disability. Scholars
like Ronald J. Zboray and Mary Sarcino Zboray trace the racist treatment of Black bodies in
nineteenth-century United States on the stage, in literature, and in other forms of entertainment.
Their role as editors of the The Oxford History of Popular Print Culture gathers research about
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various areas of print in antebellum America—from authorship, the way information was
distributed, newspapers, and novels. Their article in the text provides the background for how
The Cholera-Fiend was read: “novel-reading was also an increasingly popular leisure activity
that provided a respite from the stresses of reality by its very nature as fiction…it could provide
satisfactions quite different from other forms of discourse” (424). Additionally, Zboray and
Zboray aid in understanding how antebellum readers prioritized different things than a reader in
the twenty-first century might: “social and generic conventions have changed dramatically since
the antebellum period, when novels depicting a crime, sex, brutality, and the ruin of innocence
stirred outrage, while misogynist and racist stereotypes drew little comment” (431). 1 Zboray and
Zboray’s article on novels, and the additional articles in the The Oxford History of Popular Print
Culture aid this thesis by contextualizing the climate in which The Cholera-Fiend appears. This
thesis will join Zboray and Zboray’s research and speak to how the medical field and other forms
of entertainment contribute to the racist climate of the antebellum United States, especially in a
health crisis.
To understand The Cholera-Fiend, it is important to understand that medical
professionals categorized Black individuals as animalistic, disabled, and racially inferior. The
scholarship of Jenifer Barclay, Sari Altschuler, and Britt Rusert contributes an understanding of
the medical community’s connection of race and disability. Barclay particularly connects race in
disability in her work: this “equat[ing] race with biology” shows that “disability has long
functioned to justify various forms of social inequality in American history” (Barclay 5). These
“various forms” affected Black bodies in these portrayals on stage, in literature, and other forms
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See Zboray, Ronald J. and Mary Saracino Zboray. The Oxford History of Popular Print
Culture. vol. 5, Oxford University Press, 2011
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of entertainment (Barclay 2). 2 The consequences of advertising and profiting from these displays
of other human bodies reveal “disability’s discursive role in how power and power relations are
maintained and reproduced” (Barclay 3). In Altschuler’s book on literature and the medical field,
she mentions the ways that cholera specifically shaped the medical field:
In the twelve years following cholera’s 1832 arrival, twelve of thirteen states repealed
their medical licensing laws. Not only did this global cholera pandemic, which spanned
twenty years (1829–1949) worldwide, spur a number of changes to the systems of
knowledge production in American medicine, but it ushered in a new era in which
alternative practices—Thomsonian herbalism, domestic medicine, and an array of
medical quackery—vied for respectability alongside traditional medicine.” (Althsculer
86)
This new era of doctors was not always for the best because of the ways these inconsistent and
unsubstantiated doctors influenced the ways that Black bodies were perceived in medicine. On
the stage, Britt Rusert shows the ways that these doctors’ influence reached into other areas of
antebellum life:
Indeed, American race scientists often doubled as scientific showmen, traveling with
ethnological charts, human skulls, and other comparative specimens in tow. Other
nineteenth-century entertainments, from the minstrel show to the freak show, contributed

See Altschuler, Sari. The Medical Imagination: Literature and Health in the Early United
States. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018, pp. 1-20, 85–120. JSTOR,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv16t6j5s.3. Accessed 8 Jul. 2022; Barclay, Jenifer. The Mark of
Slavery: Disability, Race, and Gender in Antebellum America. University of Illinois Press, 2021,
pp. 126148); Rusert, Britt. “The Science of Freedom: Counterarchives of Racial Science on the
Antebellum Stage.” African American Review, vol. 45, no. 3, Fall 2012, pp. 291–308; and Lott,
Eric. “‘The Seeming Counterfeit’: Racial Politics and Early Blackface Minstrelsy.” American
Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 2, June 1991, pp. 223–254.
2
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to the popular dissemination of racial science through representation of black and other
nonwhite peoples as evolutionarily degenerate and inferior beings. (Rusert 291)
Whether through minstrel shows, in a medical office, on stage, or in print and literature, the
antebellum United States associated race and disability closely together. This thesis will use the
research of Barclay, Altschuler, and Rusert to point to places in antebellum history and culture
where racists attitudes were perpetuated. This thesis will also go beyond their research by
performing a close reading of Gumbo and how his character fits into the conversations of the
time. Additionally, it will emphasize how health crises make these racist classifications even
more pressing and vital to study. These conversations about race and disability are powerful
connections to individual illnesses and a fortiori for public health crises. This essay draws on this
scholarship but has as its focus the ways health crises make these issues of race and disability
particularly pronounced and urgent.
The primary text I analyze, The Cholera-Fiend by Charles Averill (1849), a piece of
cheap fiction, depicts three villains set out to artificially create a cholera pandemic for their own
personal gain. The idea that a pandemic was created for the profit of other humans, at the
expense of so much loss of life, appalls those who have felt the impact of a pandemic in their
lives. As we have seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, racism has disastrous consequences
during a health crisis, a phenomenon with a long history. In The Cholera-Fiend, the character of
Gumbo experiences a calculated dehumanization from human to disabled, which caused him to
be more at-risk for a health crisis—such as a tapeworm or cholera—than his white counterparts.
Whether maliciously calculated or a conspiracy theory, bodies in the antebellum United States
labeled as “disabled” experienced increased racist treatment during these health crises. The
Cholera-Fiend’s plot to uncover the perpetrators of cholera clouds what should be the primary
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concern of the health crises: increased racism against black bodies. While it is true that doctors
work to uncover the medical causes of an illness-related crises, the purpose of this thesis is to
uncover the racist attitudes in the antebellum United States that manifest themselves through the
social treatment in the genre of cheap fiction, the medical field, and entertainment. Through the
lens of the antebellum era cheap fiction work The Cholera-Fiend, we will examine how the
text’s roots in cheap fiction perpetuated racism generally through stock characters and readership
accessibility to a wider range of readers than ever before in history. Then, through the text of The
Cholera-Fiend, we will examine the health crises of tapeworm and cholera to expose the
prevailing antebellum-era medical professionals’ views of Black bodies as disabled and
animalistic. This discussion of medical professionals’ incorrect classifications propels the
conversation towards how Black suffering, as described in The Cholera-Fiend, is seen as
entertainment rather than the inhumane negligence of Christian charity. I will then conclude with
how this analysis of The Cholera-Fiend can help facilitate recognition of the race-based
inequities that still complicate inadequate public responses to our modern-day health crises.
Rediscovered by Paul Erickson in graduate school and analyzed closely by Erickson and
Sari Altschuler in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, The Cholera-Fiend depicts a
doctor, Dr. Quackenboss; a priest, Reverend Matthews; and Standish, a hunchback, all trying to
profit off the recent cholera outbreak in New York City. Each motivated by their own
selfishness, these villains try to speed the spread of cholera in direct contrast to most citizens’
attempts to slow the spread of the disease, stating, “What to all others is a curse, to us must prove
a blessing! Each one of us three, here, has his own end to gain” (Averill 12). In their grand plan,
Dr. Quackenboss gains money; Reverend Matthews gains a new wife; and Standish gains
revenge. While the three villains are not concerned with the dangers of the cholera outbreak,
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other characters are worried. Gumbo, the Black servant of the Reverend Matthews, is particularly
anxious about the onset of cholera because of his perceived poor health. However, his anxieties
and constant fretting, instead of eliciting sympathy from readers, are used as a form of caustic
humor in The Cholera-Fiend. To the readers at the time, this was seen as a form of “racist logic,”
and, in fact, it was considered “‘comic relief’ in an otherwise harrowing gothic tale, and it
fleshes out what might otherwise be one-dimensional ‘heroes’” (Altschuler and Erickson 5). Two
characters responsible for Gumbo’s mistreatment are Mark, Dr. Quackenboss’s young,
mischievous apprentice, and Frank Clinton, Reverend Matthew’s stepson and narratorproclaimed hero of the story. Gumbo’s mistreatment is used “to make Mark and Clinton more
likable.” The author uses Gumbo to elevate the status of Mark and Clinton, at the expense of his
dignity. While normally bullying individuals is seen as morally reprehensible, especially against
the highly religious backdrop of the antebellum United States, because of the color of Gumbo’s
skin, Clinton and Mark’s bullying is transformed by their peers into acts that are humorous and
morally commendable by their peers. Altschuler and Erickson state that “Gumbo’s knowledge
and symptoms (not all of which are visible) suggest Averill knows, at some level, the African
American experience of the pandemic was fundamental to understanding it” (6). Although
characters like Gumbo are common in antebellum literature, the stakes of neglecting,
mistreating, or making humor out of black suffering are much higher during pandemics, when
these racist actions have lethal consequences. In the end, each villain is justly punished for their
actions through untimely deaths, retribution, or justice, but Gumbo’s mistreatment lingers
without resolution.
In this thesis, I argue that Gumbo in The Cholera-Fiend shows Blacks in the United
States and their disproportionate exposure to disease through harmful mistreatment as disabled
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sub-humans, their inability to flee urban spaces, their limited access to information, and their
exposure to inaccurate information. All these causes contribute to the disproportionately deadly
effects in a health crisis based on race. Using The Cholera-Fiend to unpack Gumbo’s
representation as a Black disabled character shows the disadvantages directed towards Blacks in
times of a health crisis. I will show the ways disability combined with race makes the Black
experience more life-threatening than the experiences of other races. First, I will examine the
influence of disability in the antebellum United States, including the usage of stock characters to
portray ethnic bodies in the midst of a health crises. I will then compare literary depictions of
ethnic bodies with scientific assessments of ethnic bodies to emphasize the pervasiveness of
racist ideology in the antebellum United States.
Cheap Fiction
As an example of the cheap fiction genre, The Cholera-Fiend is important to
understanding disability, racism, and illness because of the stock characters it contains. Such
stock characters appear regularly in antebellum literature, influencing the perceptions of
antebellum United States citizens. According to Altschuler and Erickson, Averill could have
published The Cholera-Fiend in a serialized newspaper called The Uncle Sam, “or perhaps in
one of the Williams Brothers’ other story papers,” but, unfortunately, “too few issues survive in
library collections” (2). Unfortunately, The Cholera-Fiend’s distribution remains unknown;
however, learning about the Williams Brothers’ method of publishing is insightful because it
points to trends in cheap fiction—dime novels and story papers—in the antebellum United States
of which The Cholera-Fiend adopted. Established in 1841, Uncle Sam was founded by three
brothers: Edward, Henry, and George Williams. Demian Katz and Matthew Short found that the
dime novel and story papers “devoted the majority of their pages to fiction, usually containing
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multiple serial installments mixed with shorter complete stories, a few poems, and a modest
amount of ‘filler’ material in the form of curious news items, trivia, puzzles, and replies to
correspondent” (435). Story papers also included “stories about new and other items, but in every
issue, they ran one original serial by an United States author, the majority of which were written
by Joseph Holt Ingraham and Osgood Bradbury” (438). As reading became a leisure enjoyed by
all classes since the cost of reading was more affordable than ever, writers and publishers tried to
keep up with the demand. Because of this increased demand, authors created effortlessly
recyclable stock characters—characters that were easily (almost instantly) recognizable to
audience members, to help ease the burden of production.
Instead of feeling redundant, these stock characters and plot devices helped authors
produce high volumes of content, and readers enjoyed the creative ways authors wrote and rewrote the same characters. The stories were judged on “how effectively the author could use
these devices to construct outrageous and unlikely scenarios” (Short and Katz 444). Some of the
stock characters included the very characters The Cholera-Fiend portrays: “the licentious
clergyman; the saucy, streetwise city kid; the quack doctor; the prostitute who wants to reform;
the African American servant, rendered in racist caricature” (Altschuler and Erickson). While
Black stock characters were meant to be humorous, popular, and enticing for antebellum
audiences, for readers today, Black stock characters invariably are subhuman and offensive. The
“humorous” situations that they were placed in demean, subordinate, and erase ethnic characters
as United States citizens and as thinking, living human beings.
To nobody’s surprise, The Cholera-Fiend’s Gumbo embodies the stock character of a
disabled Black man. In cheap fiction, there are hundreds, if not thousands of characters similar in
nature, treatment, and circumstance to Gumbo. As the main form of comedic relief, Gumbo’s
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role in the story is the Black servant to Reverend Matthews. The stock character of Gumbo in
The Cholera-Fiend helps develop the relationship between disability, health crises, and race
because it reflects what ordinary individuals were reading and consuming on a daily basis. In the
end, the vehicle of cheap fiction illustrates how these stock characters are even more at risk
during a health crisis. While not an official news source, a public service announcement, or a
piece of legislative enactment, the frequency and accessibility of cheap fiction illustrate the
quandary that non-white individuals faced during health crises, and its popularity worked to
normalize racist attitudes and behavior that became de facto polices during health emergencies.
Medical Professionals and Black Bodies
Due to the influence of medical professionals on the lives of everyday antebellum United
States citizens, the ways that medical professionals saw Black bodies influenced the ways Black
bodies could access care. Unfortunately, the opposite of good care is given to Gumbo in The
Cholera-Fiend. Gumbo’s ailments are not unsubstantial; in fact, his ailments are often just as
serious (or more serious) than those of other characters in the book. However, black bodies were
frequently also associated with disabled bodies. Additionally, Gumbo’s mistreatment is directly
linked to the medical field’s classification of black bodies as another species, specifically a
species closely linked with animals. Both the treatment of black bodies as disabled and as
animalistic helped to “other” black bodies, making it easier for white bodies to ignore their
Christian responsibility to care for all those in need. This decreased their opportunities for
medical care when an illness and health crisis arrived which, in turn, inexorably led to increased
suffering and death.
The rationale for medical professionals to link disability with race stems from the deeply
rooted idea that Black bodies were medically, genetically, and physically different from white
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bodies. The additional layer of disability aided in the separation from Black and white bodies,
making it a simpler justification and classification of what readers in the twenty-first century see
as simply racism. According to Jenifer Barclay, in her book The Mark of Slavery: Disability,
Race, and Gender in Antebellum America, “medical science linked disability with race and
equated race with biology and located racial differences in the body. Various conditions—
whether real or imagined and ranging across the physical, sensory, psychological, and
intellectual—served as convenient ‘evidence’ of the purported connections between blackness
and disability” (Barclay 2). Together, these bodies represented an incomplete, partial person, and
because of this, there was no need to give them the same care and treatment that would normally
be reserved for white bodies. Lesser resources could go towards tending Black bodies. The
connection between Black bodies and disabled bodies stems from “Christian notions of sin to
those based on science and the ascendant concept of ‘normal’” which leads to an anchor of
“blackness to disability, defectiveness, and dependency and whiteness to normality, wholeness,
vitality, and rationality” (Barclay 1). These “evidences” of seeing Blackness were productive to
the medical world in many situations. It was easier to cast a label on Blackness and disregard
Black humanity than to look for medical solutions disproportionately affecting Blacks. The
medical field perpetuated harmful, false narratives about Black bodies which are simply untrue.
These scientists failed to see beyond small-minded hierarchies of skin color.
Medical professionals viewed Black bodies as originating from animals. This differs from
the traditional Christian belief that humans were placed on the Earth by a loving God. Different
authoritative medical “descriptions” by medical doctors such as Thomas R.R. Cobb, Josiah
Notts, and Jeffries Wyman regularly correlated images of animals with black medical history
(Stone 32–35). In fact, “physical comparisons to the features of monkeys or orangutans,
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descriptions of hair, and posited correlations between skull size and shape and brain capacity,”
attempt to show that Blacks are like animals (Stone 35). The best illustration of these animal-like
classifications comes from surgeon Josiah Notts’s book Types of Mankind (1854) which clearly
argues for different classifications of Black men (see fig. 1). These illustrations place a special
emphasis on the size of the skull. “The skull and face were potentially revealing containers of the
brain/mind. Medical men sought the art to find the mind’s construction in the face. From the
‘idiot’ to the criminal to the genius, many believed that by looking at, feeling, and measuring
heads they could practice precisely the art” (Stone 29). The practice of measuring heads
demonstrated the medical field’s correlation between animals and Black bodies. In The CholeraFiend, Gumbo is frequently associated with animalistic descriptions in the text that solidify his
place amongst animalistic descriptions and terminology.
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Fig. 1. Originally from Types of Mankind by Josiah Nott, a surgeon, but can be found in Andrea
Stone’s book Black Well-Being: Health and Selfhood in Antebellum Black Literature.
Health crises abounded greatly in cities, and they disproportionately affected those who
lacked financial and physical means to ward off its life-threatening effects. This is demonstrated
in the way that New York City’s close proximity and high population was a breeding ground for
a health crisis. The Cholera-Fiend takes place in 1849 at the beginning of a cholera outbreak in
New York City. Cities in the nineteenth century especially became a breeding ground for disease
due to increased urbanization. Robert Coelho and Phillip McGuire, in their historical medical
research, aptly show that warm weather “dominated the disease environment and economy in the
antebellum period.” The story of The Cholera-Fiend takes place on May Day, the beginning of
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the first batch of warm weather. They show that many diseases such as “malaria, yellow fever,
dengue fever, dysentery, various geohelminths [flatworm, hookworm, Ascarislumbricoides
(round worm), tapeworm, strongyloidiasis stercoralis (threadworm), and Trichuris trichiurid
(whipworm)], schistosomiasis, and the ubiquitous smallpox” plagued the antebellum United
States (Coelho and McGuire). In The Cholera-Fiend, there are two main types of illness:
tapeworm and cholera.
Tapeworm
Today, tapeworm persists as an issue in some countries in Latin America and Africa.
Tapeworm can have deadly effects on its victims; and Black antebellum United States citizens
suffered from the link of their classification status as animals. Symptoms are as ordinary as
diarrhea, a loss of appetite, or abdominal pain. In the cases studied by K. A. Fackelmann, the
patients required hospitalization, brain surgery, or medication. Infection happens when
“microscopic tapeworm eggs [are] transferred from [human] hands to their mouths after direct
contact with a tapeworm carrier, or by eating food that becomes contaminated when infected
cooks don’t wash their hands before meal preparation” (Fackelmann). These are all ways that
tapeworm can spread and infect its victims.
In the antebellum United States, tapeworm was largely associated with animals,
particularly foxes, coyotes, and dogs. In an article put forth by the Scientific American on August
17, 1861 (close to the publication date of The Cholera-Fiend), tapeworm “all live in the
intestines of vertebrated animals…and each species must be hatched in the stomach of some
animal different from that in which it is developed” (Weinland 100). Of all the “200 species of
tapeworms,” there are only “two, however, that are at all common” but, at their longest, one kind
can “widen to about a quarter of an inch, sometimes reaching a length of 24 feet” (Weinland
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100). This close association with tapeworm and animals likely feeds into the close association
between race and animals which is an important link to medical doctors’ treatment of race and
Black United States citizens. While not a pandemic, tapeworm’s cultural link to Black United
States citizens and to animals further propagates the social racial crisis in the United States by
making disease a racial issue and not a human issue.
With this understanding of the medical field’s portrayal of Black bodies, I will first
examine how Gumbo’s tapeworm exemplifies the medical trends in the antebellum United
States. Next, I will examine how Gumbo’s anxiety and stress changed during the health crisis of
the cholera pandemic. Gumbo’s introduction in The Cholera-Fiend showcases his long history of
being ill. In order to treat his illness, Gumbo seeks treatment from Mark, Dr. Quackenboss’s
apprentice. Mark knows that Gumbo is haunted by various ailments and finds Gumbo “an awful
victim of disease, that darkie is” (6). Mark believes Gumbo’s health is so poor that Gumbo is
“going to take the first train of cars for the big railroad depot in the valley of the shadder of
death” (6). Gumbo does this instead of seeking help from a doctor. This could be because Mark
is the closest thing to a doctor that Gumbo has access to or due to Gumbo’s trusting nature.
Gumbo might also not seek a doctor because a doctor might not see him as a patient because he
is Black. However, Mark, like Clinton, is looking for entertainment and does not take Gumbo’s
illness seriously. Motivated by a need for entertainment, Mark “prescribes, I physicks him
[Gumbo], I does” (6), and Mark tries to “fixes him [Gumbo], whenever I get hold of him, and
p’r’haps I don’t” (6). In the very next moment of the text, the audience gains an understanding of
Mark’s true intentions with Gumbo through two special italicized emphasizes, by the author, on
the words “never” and “always,”: “I never make him sick on purpose, oh no. I had always made
a practice of giving him the very medicine he axes for” (6). Mark’s pranks leave Mark laughing

16
hysterically but cause serious concern and injury to Gumbo, who is unaware that Mark is playing
a prank on him. Not knowing where to get accurate information, Gumbo is worse off than he was
before Mark’s intervention. Gumbo’s status as a Black servant limits his access to medical
providers who can give him real diagnoses and medicine for his various illnesses.
In addition to Mark, Gumbo also gets most of his medical care from “old Dinah de cook”
who tries her best to care for Gumbo’s broken body. Upon visiting the kitchen to see Dinah,
Gumbo, who is described “as deaf,” (50) finds Dinah reading the newspaper. Dinah tells Gumbo
about a newspaper article she is reading. In it, a forty-foot tapeworm “was cut out of a man’s
body, in Bos’on, all alive and squirming, and den I know’d in a minnit what was the matter wid
me, and what ‘twas dat dam sar’pr’rillus had set gallopin’ up and down my ‘stomach, like de
horned Satan hisself!” (50). Gumbo’s medical information is limited to word of mouth—Gumbo
is not even the one who reads the newspaper himself: it is read to him. While it is unclear in the
text if Gumbo is literate or not, what is clear from Gumbo’s explanation is his reliance on others
for his medical information. He is not given the same access to information that others have in
the story. Instead, the kitchen cook verbally tells him things that, should Gumbo take them to
heart, could potentially harm him. In the lens of the cholera pandemic, we must assume the
information Dinah tells Gumbo is just as inaccurate as his own imaginings about his tapeworm.
The consequences of Dinah’s misinformation during a health crisis are potentially much more
harmful than they might otherwise be. The beginning of a health crisis finds people craving
reliable information about the disease, thinking that it will keep them safe, much as Gumbo does
when he reaches out to Dinah. However, Dinah’s misinformation could lead to a fatal mistake on
Gumbo’s end.
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One scene from The Cholera-Fiend illustrates how medical communities used animalrelated rhetoric to describe black bodies, discounting their medical existence as humans. After
Clinton chases Gumbo from the room with his surgical threats, Clinton is “faint with laughing at
the complete success of his artifice” (66). Averill describes Gumbo picking himself off the floor
and how he must “rub his wooly pate” (66). The adjective of “wooly” brings to mind animal-like
descriptions. Blacks were frequently compared to animals, including an ape, a gorilla, a cow, a
sheep, or some other mammal, which was a common comparison in the antebellum United States
(Stone 32). Clinton is not a medical doctor, but we can see how medical doctors influence the
way that white bodies can view black bodies: as animals. It is significant that the narrator—and
by extension the audience—share this view.
Cholera
Cholera, on the other hand, was more indicative of a traditional health crisis. Charles
Rosenberg, in his extensive study on cholera in the United States and specifically in New York
City, comprehensively outlined the effects of cholera on citizens, including the symptoms of the
disease, the story of the quest for a cure, and the failure of important political leaders to treat
cholera quickly. Rosenberg found that “New York seemed especially vulnerable, the largest and
the filthiest, the most crowded and vice-disfigured of American cities” (Rosenberg 17). The first
impulse of residents of those big cities was to seek refuge in the country. Several years before the
cholera outbreak that The Cholera-Fiend depicts, during the cholera pandemic in 1832, even the
“church bells were silent” as “[r]oads leading from the city were crowded not only with carts,
horses, and carriages, but with ‘oceans’ of pedestrians, trudging in the mid-summer heat with
packs on their backs” (Rosenberg 28; 29) as they escaped the contagion behind them. Cholera
targeted “[f]ilth, misery, vice, and poverty” and together they “conspired to produce its
unfortunate victim” (Rosenberg 16). While the medical field struggled to accurately find a cure

18
for cholera, the nation’s wealthy simply fled to the safety of the countryside. Even if scientists
had discovered a cholera cure, it almost certainly would not have been as accessible to the ethnic
poor.
When Gumbo first hears about cholera, he says, “De cholerum! De chol—er—um! What
dat? What de debbil dat long word mean? He an’t a new kind ob tape worm, am he?—Oh, de
Lord! Oh, de Lord!” (90). Gumbo has not heard of cholera, and to the modern mind that is
surprising because the historical records show that there were several outbreaks of cholera in
New York during his lifetime, starting as early as 1832 (Rosenberg 1). This shows how Gumbo’s
information related to the medical field is either dramatized to be a point of humorous levity in
the novel or Gumbo is sincerely undereducated to the public health crisis that certainly must
have affected his life previously. Gumbo’s next comment is one of defeating acceptance, mixed
with hysteria: “De Cholerum in New York! De debble it be! What will become ob me now?
Hebben hab mercy upon me. What an unfortoonate nigger I is!” (90). Gumbo’s concern
aggravates young, troublesome Mark, who “groans” at Gumbo’s outbursts. Then, Gumbo turns
to Mark, who is just as inexperienced as Gumbo, for information about the nature of cholera:
“what am de natur ob dis ‘bominable disease?” (90). Mark’s sensationalized answer describes
cholera as a “bonfire, inside a man—a spontaneous combustification of the whole human frame,
kindled by eating too much dam soup and pepper-sass and which the unfortunate victim is sartin
sure to die in something less than three hours and a half” (91). Readers in the antebellum United
States would know that Mark’s descriptions of cholera are incorrect: Mark, at such a young age,
knows little more than Gumbo does about the disease. However, Mark is choosing to exaggerate
the symptoms to frighten and take advantage of Gumbo’s ignorance. Mark knows that Gumbo
had too much of that “dam soup” for his breakfast, so he is deliberately, once again,
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misrepresenting the issue at Gumbo’s expense. Gumbo “actually knocking down Mark, who
stood in his way… rushed out of the room, across the entry, and down the stairs—never once
stopping until he found himself in the presence of old Dinah herself” (91). The consequence is
that Gumbo is unable to access relevant, critical information about a deadly disease during a
health crisis. While Gumbo’s experience with Mark and Clinton’s pranks were harmful to
Gumbo in the past, in the face of a health crisis their actions forcibly put Gumbo even more at
risk for disease than before. Mark’s entertainment comes at the expense of Gumbo’s health
during a time when all diligence to relevant information should be shared. Gumbo’s dependence
on other people and their literary skills for his information confirms the “inequitable political
structures” which “the United States has long mired in a power structure derived from who has
the freedom to make choices about their movement,” especially in the predicament of a health
crises (Bezio 698).
Up until this point in the text, Gumbo has been starving for information about his health,
but he fails to find reliable sources of information. When word of the cholera pandemic reaches
New York City, Gumbo is frantic for information. During the health crisis in the antebellum
United States, information and misinformation go hand-in-hand, and access to sources that
provide information and misinformation often depend on class, status, and skin color. One of the
reasons Blacks in the United States feared for their health during crises in antebellum in the
United States is that their access to information was limited. We see this in the way that Gumbo
is pleading for information—from the cook to a twelve-year-old medical apprentice to the
newspaper—about his illnesses at the onset of the cholera pandemic; Gumbo’s franticness about
his vulnerable health is palpable.
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One specific instance in the text of Gumbo’s disability is after Gumbo has an interaction
with Clinton, the hero of our story. Gumbo is forced to seek medical information about his
tapeworm issue, not from the medical professionals, but from Clinton and journalists. Doctors
would not take Gumbo’s ailments seriously because of their warped and inhumane perspectives
regarding Black bodies. After giving Clinton his morning newspaper, Gumbo inquires about
what the paper is saying about the tapeworm. Clinton gives an exaggerated answer about
Gumbo’s tapeworm, feeding him with lies about the tapeworm. This results in Clinton
terrorizing Gumbo, saying the tapeworm is, “[a] serpent—a voracious reptile, digging away for
dear life at your vitals! A dreadful monster in your body, as many feet long as there are days in
the year. Why, Gumbo, man, this is horrible—horrible to think of!” (66). The author then
reinforces Gumbo’s animal-like disability by couching his reaction to the mean-spirited
exaggeration in terms of a snake-like tapeworm: “Gumbo groaned like an anaconda” (66).
Gumbo is reduced to nothing more than a snake-like tapeworm himself, “digging away for dear
life” (66). Gumbo, overcome with worry and fear, is shocked by Clinton’s response, so much so
that Gumbo clumsily falls down to the ground and suffers a real disability as he injures his legs.
Recognizing that clumsiness is part of a Black person's disability falsely promoted by the
medical profession, Clinton can now safely disregard any Christian duty of kindness he may
have owed to a non-disabled white person. Gumbo’s moment of being “disabled” facilitates
Clinton’s inhumane response to Gumbo’s illness. It distances the emotional responsibility of
Clinton’s actions.
Entertainment
After looking at the ways the medical professionals harmed Black bodies through their
harmful misclassifications, The Cholera-Fiend additionally demonstrates ways that Gumbo’s
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suffering acts as a form of entertainment for others in the text. In addition to the racial stock
characters and endings of cheap fiction, which function as a type of printed entertainment, the
previous experiences described between Clinton and Gumbo are reminiscent of the types of
treatment of Black bodies outside of the medical world and in other types of popular antebellum
entertainment, such as in blackface minstrelsy shows, freak shows, and slave narratives. While
characters in The Cholera-Fiend are not seen attending or participating in any of these critical
pieces of antebellum entertainment, these types of entertainment—minstrelsy shows, freak
shows, and slave narratives—still contribute to the ways that Black bodies were treated.
However, the idea that all characters should “live happily ever after” and justice should be served
to all villains, effected all forms of entertainment—printed or not. This can be seen in The
Cholera-Fiend’s “wholesome” ending for all white characters and none of the Black characters.
Minstrel Shows
Eric Lott connects minstrel shows, shows that used skits, performances, and comedy
specifically highlighting Blacks, and the types of consumers of these shows. These audiences
wanted to see Black bodies on display for the entertainment of whites—whether it was for
entertainment that they felt was harmless or not. Minstrel shows, according to Lott,
accomplished this by “inventing and ridiculing the slow-witted-but-irrepressible ‘plantation
darky’ and the foppish ‘northern dandy negro’ that ultimately ‘rationalized racial oppression’”
(223). These are similar to many of the stock characters that can be seen in cheap fiction.
According to Britt Rusert’s research on racial science in antebellum America, these shows
“contributed to the popular dissemination of racial science through the representation of black
and other nonwhite peoples as evolutionarily degenerate and inferior beings” (291).
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On the other hand, traveling freak shows often displayed scandalous artifacts and grotesque
human bodies for consumers to see the newest sensation related to Black bodies. As a result of
the medical professions’ promotion of Black bodies as animals, the materials that these
entertainers used to propagate these beliefs included “ethnological charts, human skulls, and
other comparative specimens in tow” (Russert 281). Spectators attended these exhibitions “in
order to gain knowledge, but they were also clearly drawn to these exhibitions for their
entertainment and shock value” (Resert 293). This act of turning Black bodies into a spectacle
seeped into other areas of antebellum life, such as in cheap fiction and with The Cholera-Fiend.
Slave Narratives
Another form of entertainment common to the antebellum Unites States was slave
narratives. Propelled by abolitionists, slave narratives were published to aid in convincing proslavery individuals of the harmful effects of slavery to Black bodies. Slavery was not divine,
gentle, nor good for Blacks as some proponents of the so-called “peculiar institution” claimed.
These narratives aid in our understanding of how images of Black violence were painful to the
Black community. Slave narratives were a form of entertainment in which Black bodies found
some form of representation. Sophia Pooley’s slave narrative, published in 1856 in Benjamin
Drew’s A North-Side View of Slavery: The Refugee: or the Narratives of the Fugitive: Slaves in
Canada, offers a unique perspective about the importance of telling stories that do not diminish
the pain or suffering of others. These slave narratives often included an outside editor or pieces
of evidence to verify the hardships slaves endured. In discussing Sophia Pooley’s slave narrative
and the appropriation of black suffering, Andrea Stone from her book Black Well-Being,
comments that these edits and additions by medical professionals and professional writers, “did
not emphasize suffering or replicate the initial act of violence” and, instead, all that the story did
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was “de-emphasize the experience and thereby reenacts a different kind of violence by
attempting to minimize her [Sophia Pooley’s] suffering” (Stone 98). The intent of Pooley’s story
was to cause abolitionists to influence anti-slavery thought; however, due to the edits and
commentary, the slave narrative ended up showing a “respect to . . . brutality” (Stone 98). This
could also be that the best representation of Black stories belongs to Black bodies, reminiscent of
today’s #ownvoices movement. While different stories, Clinton’s refusal to diminish Gumbo’s
suffering, even as a “harmless” prank, is still an act of violence against Gumbo and his
experience. And though the act of amusement as portrayed in The Cholera-Fiend might appear
to be harmless—some might argue it is an innocent prank or small joke—the joke actually acts
as a repetition of the harm and violence again and again, causing more pain for those already
suffering.
Because of the hierarchy of one skin color over another, which was embedded in the
largely-Christian religious beliefs of the antebellum United States, Black bodies and disabled
individuals were displayed for white curiosity’s sake or comedic relief—and always at the
humiliating expense of that one on display. Entertainment in the antebellum United States was
deeply rooted in religion, with strict boundaries for what was morally correct and incorrect.
According to Laurence Moore’s research on culture and religion in the antebellum United States,
“[t]he antebellum commercialization of popular entertainments was governed by a discourse of
wholesomeness” (Moore 230). This “wholesomeness” bled into the printed literature, influencing
the endings of cheap fiction to be happy and uplifting, as we have previously discussed.
However, while there was a sense of “wholesomeness” that did govern entertainment, there was
a more sinister side for Black bodies. In the entertainment of the antebellum United States, Black
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bodies were not deemed worthy for a “wholesome” ending; instead, they were left injured, weak,
or unable to rise from the violence placed upon their bodies.
Minstrel shows, freak shows, and slave narratives are an important part of the antebellum
United States and helped to influence the ways that Black bodies were viewed at every turn. This
includes using Black bodies inside and outside of entertainment for the purpose of being
humorous, even when that humor came with violence. Looking at minstrel shows, freak shows,
and slave narratives helps readers to understand the climate Black bodies faced from every
corner of the United States. This can be seen with Gumbo’s interactions with characters in The
Cholera-Fiend as he navigates his health crises.
Clinton and Gumbo’s interactions, while being depictions of medical disability, can also
be an example of how Black bodies were used for entertainment in the antebellum Unites States.
Clinton is declared to be “our hero” (68) and is known for treating others around him “kindly”
(72); these are qualities of a good Christian hero. While Clinton is quick to help the white
characters in the book with any illness, such as a small headache, or a troublesome moral
dilemma, such as helping reform a prostitute, the same Christian concern for helping others does
not apply to Gumbo. In the interaction where Gumbo serves Clinton his breakfast and then
inquiries about the newspaper’s information about tapeworm, we see additional elements in
Clinton’s response that are indicative of the qualities of entertainment: a stage and an audience.
Clinton’s response echoes a performer on a stage where he is seeking the laughter and approval
of the audience, but because no one is in the room except Gumbo, Clinton is divorced from
reality as he entertains himself. His hyperbolic and dramatic monologue is as follows:
Good Heavens! Gumbo, your troubles have taken a new and most alarming form,
certainly. A serpent—a voracious reptile, digging away for dear life at your vitals! A
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dreadful monster in your body, as many feet long as there are days in the year! Why,
Gumbo, man, this is horrible—horrible to think of! . . . It is maddening! . . . maddening—
astounding—absolutely demoniac! You must have it extracted immediately!
Immediately, do you hear? (66)
Clinton performance of faked concern and compassion serves as a humorous moment of
entertainment, even if Clinton is the only other person in the room. It is as if Clinton is
performing on a stage and Gumbo is an unwilling participant in a fictional episode. However, for
Gumbo, his illness is no fictional matter: it is his everyday reality of fear and worry. Clinton’s
response to a sincere plea for information—a serious, life-threatening issue to Gumbo—succeeds
in what Clinton really wants from Gumbo: a performance and entertainment, a moment of
humor, and injury. Clinton uses his position of power, as a white male, over Gumbo, a Black
servant, to emotionally manipulate Gumbo. This foundation of the antebellum United States
treated blacks as points of humor for white amusement instead of as needing medical care.
At the end of The Cholera-Fiend, we find Gumbo back in Dinah’s kitchen. The narrator
calls Gumbo “the unlucky victim of so many direful maladies” but then states: “it must be
sufficient to say, by way of relieving all unnecessary apprehensions to his account, that . . . he
miraculously recovered from his incipient attack of the ‘Cholerum’” (147). Here, the narrator
doubts the legitimacy of Gumbo’s illness, once more. And while it could be that Gumbo did not
ever have cholera, Gumbo still has not been given the opportunity to be taken seriously. In a
skeptical tone, the narrator comments that Gumbo “has not yet fallen a prey to that sanguinary
tape-work,” but that he “nevertheless religiously persists in forswearing ‘clam-soup,’ particularly
when seasoned with ‘pepper-sauce,’ which no persuasion wilt ever prevail upon him again to
have anything more to do with” (147). The assumption the narrator makes is that there was never
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an issue with Gumbo, either with cholera or tapeworm to begin with. For the other white
characters in the text, a small headache or fever was a problem enough to call the doctor because
of the illness-prone world that was the antebellum Unites States. Their maladies were taken with
the upmost seriousness. But for Gumbo, the narrator implies that his ailments are, of course,
illegitimate, and all readers know that Gumbo could not possibly be ill in any way. Gumbo’s
character is sarcastically the last character mentioned in the book, and the readers have “the
distinguished honor of hearing from” him (147). The text leaves Gumbo “very busy masticating
a mess of pigs’ feet, in the kitchen along with old Dinah” (147) and then the text ends with
Gumbo appearing to wax eloquent by critiquing the text of a religious sermon. Thankfully, with
this fictionalized and humorous account of cholera, Gumbo is unscathed. However, it is only
humorous because it makes fun of Gumbo when he could have easily been the next victim. The
normal victims of health crisis—the poor, the ones who do not have access to the information
that they need, those who cannot flee their homes or take a day off of work because of illness—
are all symbolically represented by Gumbo, and other characters just like him who find
themselves in similar, seemingly hopeless racial situations.
However, the more disturbing ending of The Cholera-Fiend is the lack of change for
Gumbo. The Cholera-Fiend follows the traditional morally-correct ending, seeking justice for
the heroes and villains alike: in the end, order is restored. As previously discussed, one of cheap
fiction’s central characteristics is a just and moral conclusion, so readers are left with an uplifting
and “correct” ending. The narrator of The Cholera-Fiend summarizes the ending with a simple:
“[h]appy is the contrast of Honor, Uprightness, Virtue, to the wickedness of this wicked world”
(146). The three villains who propagated cholera for their own purposes are met with swift
justice; and cholera’s deadly clutches move to another city. While forgoing soup for the rest of a
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person’s life may seem trite and trivial, it is a symbol of the sacrifices that Gumbo has to make,
whether soup or not, for simply being concerned for his health. Gumbo has also lost his peace of
mind. Gumbo’s constant worries about his health continue to the final pages of the story. Instead
of the suffering during a health crisis being a great equalizer where all humanity comes together
during a difficult time, Gumbo is unable to move out of his medical predicaments. For Gumbo,
his main priority was to find refuge from his illnesses. However, cholera worsened his preexisting anxieties relating to his health, offering him no refuge or safety in his time of need.
Conclusion
The Cholera-Fiend shows through cheap fiction, illness, and entertainment the
inequalities of Black Americans during health crises. Cheap fiction illuminates the ways that
stock characters and stock endings showcased patterns of racial antebellum thought. In the
medical field, doctors viewed Black bodies as disabled and animalistic. Looking at both these
characteristics through the health crises of tapeworm and cholera in The Cholera-Fiend
demonstrates how the medical field’s racist thoughts regarding Black bodies influenced the
everyday images and printed media of the antebellum United States. Finally, entertainment,
through minstrel shows, freak shows, and slave narratives, furthered this idea that Black bodies
were meant to be humorous for white audiences. This entertainment favored humor at no
expense to the white bodies but at every expense to the Black bodies. The ending of The
Cholera-Fiend reveals one of the most startling discoveries: Gumbo persists in his anxieties
about his health. In the end, the responses of Gumbo’s peers, employers, and friends did not help
him in his time of need. Statistics show that similar harmful trends exist today.
Due to the complete devastation of health crises, especially poignant for those who just
survived the COVID-19 health crisis, it seems incomprehensible to the modern mind why the
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villains in The Cholera-Fiend put the lives of thousands of people at risk for illness and death.
Thousands of people, due to the selfishness of the three villains, are put at risk unnecessarily for
cholera. In her analysis of Black lives during the COVID-19 health crisis, Kelly Bezio touches
on the long history of Black bodies not having a voice in times of health crises. According to
Bezio, there were “likely few to no places a Black man could travel in the United States in the
1850s to escape the climate of anti-Blackness in order to improve his health in addition to not
being able to claim rights over his body’s movements while free nor while enslaved” (702). As
The Cholera-Fiend exemplifies, both in times of general illness, such as the tapeworm, and in a
time of a health crises, such as cholera and tapeworm, Gumbo’s control over his own body is
severely limited. Those in the antebellum United States who were white and had means were
given the luxury of access to better information and autonomy over their bodies. On the other
hand, the cries of Blacks in the antebellum United States go unheard, and their ailments are met
with humor and derision instead of compassionate treatment.
The COVID-19 health crisis also revealed a different kind of crisis, a disease not of the
body but of treating other bodies poorly. For thousands of years, medical professionals have
worked to cure bodies of disease, plagues, and all forms of illness. Recently, medical
professionals have worked tirelessly to diagnose and treat mental illness. What COVID-19 has
revealed is a need for assistance with racial illnesses and hope for a cure against leaving Black
bodies less protected in times of health crises. Racial illness is an illness—it is detrimental to
both victims and perpetrators. Kelly Bezio, in addition to her commentary on the antebellum
United States, offers commentary on the COVID-19 health crisis where public health officials’
recommendations for quarantine disproportionately affect Black bodies. The United States
“normalize systemic efforts being made to reserve indulgence, comfort, and financial security for
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an increasingly small class of individual while the rest of humanity labors in their service”
(Bezio 701). While Black bodies are no longer medically viewed as animalistic or disabled,
health crises are still disproportionately affecting Black bodies in ways that are similar to the
Pilgrims arriving in the United States. The Cholera-Fiend represents how health crises showcase
illness with a cough, a fever, or flu, but it can also reveal the mistreatment Blacks in the United
States.
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